
What’s the shelf life for a family?
How long does it last?

Some people spend years
tracing their lineage all the way back
to Adam and Eve’s second cousin twice
removed on their mama’s side.

I am not one of those people. It’s not
that I don’t care about my roots. I’d love
to know more about my family. It would
probably explain a lot. But the truth is

I can barely keep up with
the latest generation. They
keep growing and chang-
ing and moving at speeds
that make me dizzy just
trying to keep track of
little things like names
and birthdays and food
allergies.

Not that I’m complain-
ing. I’m just saying. Keep-

ing up with the present doesn’t leave
much time for digging into my past.

Yet whenever I come “home” to the
mountains where I grew up, I think of
all the generations of my family who
lived and laughed and loved and died,
long before I was born.

As a child, I was told that my great-
grandfather, James Case, was a forest
ranger in the late 18th and early 19th
centuries for the vast Biltmore Estate,
and was also part of the first school of
forestry in the United States.

Imagine my surprise to learn that the
house where he lived with his family a
century ago has been restored by the
U.S. Forest Service and is open for view-
ing in the Cradle of Forestry in Pisgah
National Forest.

I visited that house last week. I walked
through its rooms, ran my hand along
its walls and had my picture taken on its
porch.

I tried to imagine them, my great-
grandparents and their children. I tried
to listen for echoes of their laughter.
What were their lives like? What did they
eat? What did they talk about by the fire
in winter or in summer on the porch?

Did they ever imagine that someday,
100 years later, I’d show up looking for
them?

The next day, 40 miles away, in Co-
lumbus, N.C., I sat on a bench, wait-
ing for a turn at an ATM, and thinking
about my ever-changing family.

My mother’s parents lived in Colum-
bus. I started first grade at the school
across the street. Back then, Columbus
was my whole world. I thought it always
would be. I thought my family would
gather at my grandparents’ house every
Sunday, all my aunts and uncles and
dozens of cousins. I thought we’d be
together forever.

That didn’t happen, of course. Fami-
lies are made of people. And people
don’t live forever.

My grandparents and all their children
are gone now. My cousins and I live far
apart. We try to connect, but you know
how it is. Everybody’s ... busy.

I was still sitting there thinking about
it when a woman sat down beside me
to wait for the ATM. She was holding
a little boy who was ridiculously cute.
They had that mother-and-child look,
a kind of happiness that makes you
think God picked them out just for each
other.

His name was Malachi, he said, and
he was 4 years old. Then he smiled at
his mom and said something I didn’t
catch.

She laughed and hugged him and told
me what he’d said:

“This is my forever family.”
Then she added, “Malachi was

adopted this week, so he’s been telling
everyone that now he’s with his ‘forever
family.’ “

It was my turn at the ATM. People
were waiting. So I said something dumb
like, “Good for you, buddy!” But his
smile told me he knew what I meant.

Kids don’t worry about words. They
listen with their hearts.

Afterward, in the car, mopping
mascara off my face, I realized I’d been
wrong:

A family is not made of people.
A forever family is made of love.
Things change, years go by, genera-

tions pass, lives move in different direc-
tions.

Everybody’s busy.
But love never ends.
Malachi has a forever family.
And so do I.
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70TH ANNIVERSARY OF D-DAY: 1944-2014

BY ANN YUNGMEYER
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As we honor all veterans this
Veterans Day Nov. 11, we
are nearing the 70th an-

niversary of D-Day with a rapidly
dwindling number of living vet-
erans who invaded Normandy on
June 6, 1944.

While few World War II veterans
will make the trek to the landing
sites for the commemorative an-
niversary in 2014, their heroic ef-
forts are etched in history through
an array of museums and memo-
rials. From the beaches, bunkers
and hedgerows, the stories of the
Allied invasion come alive and
also serve to remind us of the
price of peace.

Being of the baby boomer
generation, I know the impact
that the war had on my family,
having an uncle who fought and
was buried in France and my
father who served three years in
the Pacific Theatre. So I jumped
at the chance to visit the historic
Normandy sites and learn more
about this turning point battle
that freed France and eventually
Europe from the Nazi hold. And
after the trip, I was fortunate to
talk to two WWII veterans in the
Tri-Cities whose stories put the
places I had just visited into real
perspective.

Normandy is heaven for his-
tory buffs who can immerse
themselves in the details of the
Allied campaign and Operation
Overlord, the largest amphibious
invasion in military history. Even
visitors like me who slept through
history class are fascinated by the
stories told through archived film,
oral histories and authentic arti-
facts. I was continually struck by
the passion of the tour guides and
local citizens, and their commit-
ment to making sure future gen-
erations understand the history of
the 100-day Battle of Normandy.

In the village of Sainte-Mere-Eg-
lise, where the first paratroopers
landed before dawn on D-Day, I
met Mr. Rene de la Dune, a local
resident who was nine years old
when the Germans occupied his
home in the coastal village of
Saint-Martin-de-Varreville and
forced his family to leave.

“The picture in my mind of the
Allied troops and all the boats

Visiting Normandy
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WW II night fighter pilot John Anderson (left) with ra-

dar operator, the late Jim Mogan (right), and their“Ten-

nessee Ridge Runner.” Anderson lives in Kingsport.
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D-Day paratrooper George Williams of Kingsport, Tenn.,

with medals and a citation received from 101st Airborne

commander General Taylor.
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The 70th anniversary of D-Day is rapidly approaching, on June 6, 2014. Few world War II veterans will make the trek to the landing site in

Normandy. Their efforts, however, are etched in history through an array of museums and memorials in France. Above, is the American

Cemetery in Normandy, which serves to remind all of the price of peace and freedom. On Travel, Page C10, learn more about visiting the

region.

A C-47 exhibit at Airborne Museum in Ste.-Mere-Eg-

lise.

A time to reflect
and to connect

arriving from England unloading tanks, vehicles
and soldiers — it is something you don’t forget,”
he told us.

Making Connections
While touring the Airborne Museum in Sainte-

Mere-Eglise, I got an up-close look at a WACO
glider and a Douglas C-47 Skytrain used to drop
paratroopers during the first phase of Opera-
tion Overlord. I watched the museum’s poignant
film, “Battle for Freedom,” and photographed
the unique exhibit of life-size paratroopers be-
longing to the 101st Airborne Division.

It seemed coincidental later
when I learned that of the few
101st Airborne “Screaming Eagles”
of WWII still living throughout the
U.S., one is George Williams, age
89, from Kingsport.

A member of the 506th Para-
chute Infantry Regiment, Com-
pany C, Williams dropped from a
C-47 in the early hours of June 6,
1944, in the Carentan/Saint-Mere-
Eglise sector.

“We were a few kilometers off
target and had to find our way,”
he recalled. “It was our pilot’s first
mission and I think they gave us
the green light before the drop
zone.”

The 101st was charged with se-
curing the exits from Utah Beach,
capturing the bridges around
Carentan, and disrupting German
communications lines.

Late in the afternoon that same
day, Williams momentarily set his
machine gun against a hedgerow
and was shot in the shoulder
by a sniper and knocked to the
ground. Carrying a first-aid kit
with bandages and sulpha, he
treated the wound and carried on.
Five days later, his squad found
their company medics with jeeps,
and Williams was evacuated to
England to recover.

Williams’ next jump was in Sep-
tember during Operation Market
Garden in The Netherlands, and
he went on to fight in the Battle
of the Bulge, recalling, “It was the
coldest winter in history, ever.”

Although Williams has not
been back to the battle sites, he
revisited his wartime experience
by touring the National WWII Mu-
seum in New Orleans. He also has
attended more than 25 reunions
of his Company C, of which only
three comrades are still living
— one in Texas, California and
New York.

I was also amazed to learn that
my neighbor, John Anderson, was
a night fighter pilot in Normandy.
Turns out, Anderson, who is 92
and retired from the former East-
man Kodak Company, is writing
his memoirs about his military
service. Anderson was sent to
Normandy a few weeks after D-
Day and flew a P-61 Black Widow
he named the “Tennessee Ridge
Runner.”

The Northrup Black Widow was
the first operational U.S. military
aircraft designed specifically as a
night fighter using airborne radar
to intercept enemy aircraft.

“The Allies were trying to secure


